Canada’s Foreign Policy : the imperative for change under a new liberal government by Saloojee, Anver
T H E  T H I N K E R24
POLITICS
In order to understand the depth and magnitude of what needs to change with Canada’s foreign policy 
under Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s 
Liberals, it is necessary to first analyse 
how former prime minister Harper and 
the Conservatives drastically shifted 
Canadian foreign policy, ignored or 
isolated senior diplomats, eschewed 
diplomacy in favour of war, engaged in 
conservative partisan country-country 
relations, pursued economic diplomacy 
(initially with a misguided attempt at 
snubbing China), deliberately offended 
many countries, and attacked the 
United Nations. 
After nine years of Conservative 
rule (2006-2015), Canada’s foreign 
policy is in tatters, its global image is 
tarnished, and the incoming Trudeau 
government will need to work miracles 
to repair the country’s damaged 
reputation. The disrepute, into which 
the Harper government threw Canada, 
came into sharp relief when it cost 
the embarrassed nation a seat on the 
United Nations Security Council.
The Harper Decade
In 2006 the Conservative 
government of Stephen Harper 
came to power and began a radical 
restructuring of Canada’s foreign 
policy. In a post 9/11 world defined 
by the so called ‘war on terror’ Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper charted a 
militaristic foreign policy on steroids. 
It actively promoted military aid over 
peacekeeping, unilateralism over 
multilateralism, free trade over foreign 
aid, aggression over diplomacy and 
a conscious eschewing of Canada’s 
traditional role as a global peacekeeper. 
For the next five years Canada entered 
a ‘Dark Age’ in which it lost a crucial 
vote for a seat on the United Nations 
Security Council, denounced then 
courted the government of China, 
openly, uncritically and resolutely 
supported Israel, denounced the 
first democratically elected Hamas 
government, engaged in a war of words 
with President Putin and sent military 
advisors to the Ukraine.
Between 2009 and October 2015 
when the Liberal Party headed by 
Justin Trudeau came to power Harper 
and the Conservatives undertook what 
John Ibbitson calls “The Big Break”, 
“… a rupture from everything that had 
come before. From Louis St. Laurent 
to Paul Martin, Canadian foreign 
policy had embraced and advanced 
collective security, alliances with other 
democracies and the international 
rule of law, all while shouldering our 
share of the burden of international 
responsibilities and cooperating with, 
while keeping a wary eye on, the 
American superpower to the south”.1
Consciously, by design and with 
stealth the Harper government began 
the “Big Break”. Looking back over that 
period the key dimensions of the big 
break include:
• Openly criticising the government 
of China for its ’poor human rights 
record‘ while expecting Canadian 
businesses to continue economic 
dealings with Chinese private and 
state owned enterprises.
• Improving the capability of 
Canada’s military forces, and 
fostering jingoism (including 
renaming a major national highway 
after soldiers who were killed in 
Afghanistan).
• Vociferously staking Canada’s 
claims in the Arctic.
• Engaging only with those multilateral 
forums (the G20, G8 and the Arctic 
Council) that advance Canada’s 
economic interests.
• Criticising and forsaking those 
multilateral institutions of 
governance that they deemed 
irrelevant – including the United 
Nations, the Commonwealth and le 
Francophonie.
• Staking Canada’s international 
reputation on four primary causes: 
Israel, Ukraine, maternal health and 
the ‘war on terror’ in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and the fight against ISIS; 
all the while largely disengaging 
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from the rest of the world. The 
then Minister of Defence Jason 
Kenney, considered one of the chief 
architects of Conservative foreign 
policy, said in an interview “I think 
Canada is more relevant, broadly 
speaking … I think we’re on the 
right side of history when it comes 
to some of these issues.”
• Closing Embassies and High 
Commissions in Iran, Cambodia, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, and 
Zambia, deliberately offending 
these governments as well as the 
governments of China, Russia and 
Iran, while courting Israel and the 
Ukraine.
• Slashing foreign aid, peacekeeping 
forces and Canada’s commitment 
to eradicating landmines.
Foreign Aid
Foreign aid spending and, had 
already begun to fall in relation to GDP 
in 1995 under the Liberal governments 
of Jean Chrétien and Paul Martin. In 
dollar terms, Canada’s global foreign 
aid spending started to decline in 
2011, shortly after the Conservatives 
won their first majority in Parliament. 
In 2011 foreign aid spending was 
$5.7-billion; by 2014 it dropped 14 
percent to $4.9-billion last year. The 
reality is that the decline began in 
in the 1980s and accelerated with 
the deep budget cuts of 1995 when 
Jean Chrétien was prime minister. 
In the period 1975-2014 Canada’s 
official development assistance as a 
percentage of gross national income 
declined from 0.54% to 0.24%. The 
corresponding numbers for the other 
G7 countries are: France 0.44% and 
0.36%; Germany, 0.4% and 0.41%; 
Italy, 0.1% and 0.16%; Japan 0.23% 
and 0.19%; the UK, 0.36% and 0.71% 
and the USA 0.27% and 0.19%.2 
In addition to this decline in 
direct foreign aid, its commitment to 
another important global initiative 
was abandoned. Canada undertook to 
clear landmines particularly in former 
war-torn regions of the world. A year 
after Harper took office Canada’s 
funding for landmine clearance 
worldwide was $49.2-million (2007-
08). By 2013-14 it had dropped to 
nearly one seventh – $7.9-million 
in 2013-14, according to statistics 
provided by Mines Action Canada. And 
assistance to Cambodia where there 
are still six to eight million pieces of 
unexploded ordnance on the ground, 
fell from $3-million per annum to zero 
in 2013-14 with a one-time grant of 
$692,236 extended in 2015.
From Peacekeepers to Active 
Engagement: Neo-liberal Militarism
Two and a half decades ago Canada 
was the global leader in contributions to 
UN peacekeeping missions (with over 
1000 soldiers and police deployed in 
the field). By 2015, despite an increase 
in the number of UN missions, Canada 
has only 116 soldiers and police 
deployed in the missions. This ranks 
Canada the 68th contributor – above 
Mali and below Paraguay. 
Gone is the stellar reputation 
of a middle level G7 country that 
embraces peacekeeping and opposes 
war. Canada has sent fighter jets, 
military advisors and special forces 
to Iraq to fight ISIS. Canada now has 
more soldiers in the Ukraine than 
soldiers on peacekeeping missions. 
200 soldiers from the 1st Battalion 
of the Royal Canadian Regiment are 
deployed in Ukraine (prior to that they 
were in Afghanistan). This is the same 
Regiment that played peacekeeping 
roles in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo 
and Haiti. This is a muscular militarism 
totally disproportionate to Canada’s 
size and a significant departure from 
Canada’s historic role. Ironically this 
muscular militarism pursued by the 
Conservatives was not matched by 
federal government spending on the 
military which currently stands at 1% of 
GDP compared to the 2% NATO asks 
its members to maintain. 
Instead of dropping bombs on 
Islamic State-controlled parts of Iraq 
and Syria or sending soldiers to Ukraine 
Canada should be engaging in shuttle 
diplomacy and bringing the warring 
parties to the table in a global effort at 
resolving the conflicts that devastate 
the people of these regions.
As John Mundy, Canada’s last 
ambassador to Iran, noted, the Harper 
government’s 2012 decision to close 
the Canadian embassy in Tehran – at a 
time when Canada was simultaneously 
trying to play a larger role in the Middle 
East, demonstrated how the Harper 
government undervalued and misused 
its diplomats and simultaneously how 
the government failed to appreciate 
the geo-politics of the region. “We’re 
fighting a war in Syria and Iraq [where] 
Iran is one of the most important 
players. What Iran’s intentions are 
is essential to the conclusion of the 
military effort, and we have chosen 
to be blind on the ground there. Why 
would we do that?”
The Harper government’s war on 
terrorism has also meant that it drew 
very close to Israel and forsook what 
little it was doing in Palestine. In fact 
one of Harper’s first major foreign 
affairs initiatives, misguided as it was, 
came on March 29, 2006, when 
Canada became the first country in 
the world – after Israel – to implement 
sanctions on the newly elected Hamas 
government and Canada cut aid to 
the Palestinian Authority. Three years 
later Canada cut funding to the core 
programmes of the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency, which serves 
the 650,000 Palestinian refugees 
scattered around the Middle East.
Key diplomats in China 
began questioning Canada’s role 
internationally (it was prime minister 
Pierre Elliot Trudeau who began 
the thaw with China well before the 
Kissinger/Nixon ping pong diplomacy). 
The Harper government, under 
pressure from Canadian businesses, 
did an about face on China – from not 
attending the Beijing Olympics prime 
minister Harper went on an official visit 
to China and did not mention human 
rights once.
The same question is being asked in 
Russia and Palestine. Where Canada 
was once seen as neutral under Harper 
it came to be seen as an unthinking, 
uncritical partisan nation unwilling to 
engage in diplomacy but ever willing 
to go on the offensive against certain 
countries.
The Environment
In 1987 Canada assembled nations 
from around the world to sign the 
Montreal Protocol to combat ozone-
depleting substances. Nearly two 
and a half decades later the Harper 
government announced that Canada 
was withdrawing from the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol on curbing greenhouse-gas 
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emissions. Canada became the only 
country in the world to sign and then 
withdraw from the global treaty. The 
shockwaves of that announcement 
reverberated throughout the country 
and around the world.
Between 2006 and 2014 the Harper 
government showed its utter disregard 
for the environment by eliminating or 
weakening practically every federal 
environmental law including:
• the Fisheries Act which no longer 
protects most fish;
• the Navigable Waters Protection Act 
which no longer protects most lakes 
and rivers;
• the federal Environmental 
Assessment Act which was repealed 
and replaced with significantly 
weaker legislation; and
• the dismantling of the National 
Round Table on the Environment 
and the Economy.
Economic Diplomacy and Neoliberal 
Free Trade
Initially highly critical of China’s 
human rights record and refusing to 
go to the Beijing Olympics, Harper 
had to do an about turn as businesses 
in Canada began to feel the effects of 
the Harper cold shoulder treatment 
of China on their bottom line. Under 
pressure Harper took a trade mission to 
China and completely ignored human 
rights. This softening led, in 2012, 
to a Foreign Investment Protection 
Agreement with China, which secured 
and protected long-term Chinese 
investment in Canada’s growing 
industrial sectors.
This neoliberal trade first approach 
to foreign affairs has shaped Canada’s 
global and regional trade deals. Most 
notable are:
• the Free Trade Agreement with the 
EU;
• the Free trade Agreement with 
Honduras;
• Saudi Arabia’s purchase of 
approximately $15 billion in 
Canadian military exports. As 
Canadian journalist, Yves Engler, 
has noted, “the Conservatives’ ties 
to the Saudi monarchy demonstrate 
the absurdity … of Harper’s claim 
that ‘we are taking strong, principled 
positions in our dealings with other 
nations, whether popular or not’.”
• Canada signed (but the Canadian 
Parliament has still to ratify) the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership creating a 
free-trade zone among 12 nations 
around the Pacific, making it the 
world’s largest free trade zone. The 
twelve countries account for 40 
per cent of the world’s economic 
output ($28.5-trillion in combined 
gross domestic product).
The ‘trade at all costs’ approach 
to international relations also finds 
expression in the Harper government’s 
neglect of Africa. After first visiting Africa 
in 2007 Harper did not return till 2012. 
In fact the Conservative government 
deliberately cut the number of African 
countries receiving foreign aid from 
Canada and instead shifted aid priority 
to Latin America. On the other hand 
the government has pursued a policy 
of “resource nationalism” where the 
interests of the mining companies 
became synonymous with Canada’s 
policy in Africa3 as demonstrated by 
the following:
• On his 2007 visit to Tanzania 
Harper met with 10 Canadian 
resource firms, to discuss “the 
general business climate [and] what 
the government of Canada can do 
to assist in building our investments 
here.” 
• In 2007-08 the Canadian High 
Commission lobbied Tanzania’s 
Parliament to reject the 
recommendation of the country’s 
Mineral Sector Review Committee, 
that the government keep more 
of the profits resulting from higher 
mineral prices.
• Between 2012 and 2015 the 
government of Canada put 
significant sums of public money 
into mining initiatives in Africa – 
establishing branch offices of a 
professional society, the Canadian 
Institute of Mining, Metallurgy and 
Petroleum, in Senegal and Burkina 
Faso; establishing the Senegalese 
school for geomatics.
• In 2014 Canada pledged $18.5 
million of tax money to provide 
training in the extractives industry 
in Mozambique, and in early 
2015 the government announced 
a $12-million grant for a project 
called Strengthening Education 
for Mining in Ethiopia “to develop 
more industry driven geology and 
mining engineering undergraduate 
programs.” 
• In 2014 the government budgeted 
up to $25 million per year for 
the Extractives Cooperation for 
Enhanced Economic Development 
(EXCEED) initiative, which it 
described as ‘a new funding 
mechanism to expand Canada’s 
involvement in areas of high 
development impact in the 
extractive sector in Africa’. 
• Using public money to fund 
corporate social responsibility 
initiatives by mining companies in 
Africa: recently the government 
granted a $4.5-million ‘aid’ grant 
to Lundin for Africa. Lundin is a 
charity financed by the Lundin 
mining Group of Companies, for 
its operations in Ghana, Mali and 
Senegal. The government also gave 
$5.6 million for a project in Burkina 
Faso between Plan Canada (an 
NGO) and the mining company 
IAMGOLD. (See Engler, 2015)
Refugees and the changed discourse 
on foreign policy
In 2012 the Harper government 
drastically overhauled Canada’s 
immigrant and refugee legislation 
and introduced the Immigration and 
Refugee Protection Act. The legislation 
made it increasingly difficult for 
refugees to seek protection in Canada. 
In response to the Syrian refugee crisis 
the Harper government reproduced 
the old trope of state security trumping 
humanitarian concerns about the 
well-being of Syrian refuges. Initially 
they agreed to take in 10,000 Syrian 
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refugees, all of whom would be 
processed at the usual pace but with 
increased security scrutiny.
All that changed on September 
2, 2015 when the drowned body of 
three-year-old Alan Kurdi washed up 
on the shores on a resort Turkish town. 
This tragic incident brought the reality 
of an interconnected world into the 
living room of Canadians and brought 
foreign policy as well as Canada’s 
refugee policy into the very heart of the 
42nd election campaign. The Harper 
government found itself out of step 
with the humanitarian concerns being 
voiced by Canadians.
Overnight the political parties 
scurried to unveil their positions on 
foreign policy – on war and Canada’s 
traditional peacekeeping role; on 
foreign aid, developmental aid, 
defence budgets, immigration and 
refugee policy and on the importance 
of security screening of refugees 
coming into Canada.
Foreign policy and international 
relations, including international social 
responsibility, re-emerged as issues and 
altered the trajectory of the elections. 
The Conservatives found they had 
completely misread public sentiment 
and Justin Trudeau very quickly and 
expertly moved into the vacuum 
articulating and resonating with public 
sentiment. The Liberals pledged to (i) 
increase the number of Syrian refugees 
to Canada to 25,000; (ii) expedite the 
processing and security clearance for 
the refugees and (iii) move quickly to 
set up the necessary logistics in Canada 
as well as in Jordan, Turkey and 
Lebanon to fast track the resettlement 
of the refugees in Canada.
The new policy with respect to 
refugees notwithstanding, the Liberals 
will need to right a foreign affairs ship 
that has listed badly over the past 
decade. They will more than likely:
• stay the course on the free trade 
deals including ratifying the Trans-
Pacific Partnership Agreement; 
• continue Canada’s policy on 
Ukraine though with significantly 
less muscular rhetoric; and
• continue Canada’s close links with 
Israel.
On the other hand they will need to 
establish clear priorities with respect to 
six important issues:
1. Immediately re-establishing Canada’s 
credibility at the United Nations 
and erasing the ambivalence and 
contradiction that cost Canada a 
seat on the United Nations Security 
Council.
2. Delivering on the campaign promise 
to end Canada’s combat missions 
in Iraq and Syria; in particular cut 
Canada's combat support for the 
anti-Islamic State coalition led by 
the United States. The government 
has to institute humanitarian aid 
and argue loudly for peaceful 
negotiations. 
3. Addressing climate change and 
global environment issues. As was 
noted above, under the Harper 
regime Canada’s reputation on 
environmental issues suffered. 
The Liberals “ …have committed 
to putting a price on carbon and 
ending the practice of setting – 
and ultimately missing – arbitrary 
emissions-reductions targets. Their 
platform also vows to establish 
a framework for tackling climate 
change with the provinces within 
90 days of the Paris conference, and 
calls for partnership with the United 
States and Mexico for an "ambitious 
North American clean energy 
and environmental agreement."4 
At the Paris talks the government 
committed to:
o Cutting greenhouse gases; and 
said Canada will no longer be 
a “laggard” when it comes to 
environmental issues. 
o Spending $2.65 billion over the 
next five years to help developing 
countries fight climate change. 
This means Canada has now 
exceeded the $4 billion target 
that environmental groups have 
been urging it to meet as its "fair 
share," based on the country's 
national wealth.
o Meeting and exceeding the 
previous commitment to cut 
Canada's emissions to 30 per 
cent below 2005 levels by 2030. 
4. Uncoupling the so-called “war on 
terrorism” from what in the current 
conjuncture has globally become 
synonymous with young Muslim 
men. Canada can and must play a 
vital role in this uncoupling.
5. Pledge to increase Canada’s 
commitment to Official Development 
Assistance to 0.7% of Gross National 
Product. 35 years ago in a UN General 
Assembly Resolution the 0.7% target 
was agreed to. It has been reaffirmed 
in many international agreements 
over the years, including the March 
2002 International Conference 
on Financing for Development in 
Monterrey, Mexico and the and at 
the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development held in Johannesburg 
later that year.
6. Refocus Canada’s attention on 
Africa from one on “resource 
nationalism” where the interests of 
mining companies predominate, to 
a focus on promoting sustainable 
ecologically sound, anti-poverty, 
growth and development 
programmes and projects. Relations 
with South Africa, Africa, the BRICS 
and the Global South must be 
redefined on the basis of equality 
and mutual respect.
Conclusion
The damage done over nine years of 
Harper rule to Canada’s international 
reputation while not irreparable, 
means that a major reorientation, 
reassessment, and rethink is absolutely 
necessary. It is in serious need of 
repair. In addition to articulating, 
establishing and implementing the 
priorities identified above, a new 
rejuvenated foreign policy must 
commit to restoring Canada’s historic 
image as a nation committed to 
peacekeeping; negotiations and 
diplomacy over war; and balance over 
partisanship. Reputations and trust in 
the international arena are developed 
over decades but they are destroyed 
overnight. The latter is the legacy of 
nine years of Conservative rule that 
pandered to a narrow conservative 
political base. The time has arrived 
to rebuild Canada’s international 
reputation. ■
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